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The Perceptions of Malay Nationalists regarding Indonesia




This study examined the perceptions of Malay nationalists regarding 
Indonesia during the 1930s by analysing Majlis, a Malay newspaper 
published in Kuala Lumpur at that time. Historically, the Malay Peninsula 
and Sumatra, across the Melaka (Malacca) Straits, formed a single maritime 
region that connected the Malay people making the Malay language 
the lingua franca. However, during the 19th century, both sides were 
separated due to the colonisation by the British (Malaya) and the Dutch 
(East Indies).
In the early 20th century, when Malay nationalism had developed, 
the nationalists faced a discrepancy between Malay ethnicity and the 
polity of Malaya. Although Malays were officially regarded as natives of 
Malaya, there were a considerable number of Malay immigrants with 
Indonesian origins. These Malays faced criticism from non-Malays, such 
as the Chinese and Indians, since they enjoyed the same privileges of 
native Malays, despite their foreign origins. They further demanded the 
same rights as native Malays for being Malayan born. Meanwhile, the 
Malay papers emphasised the ‘Malayness’ of Indonesians both culturally 
and politically, and thus, reconfirmed that the Indonesians were Malays.
Malay nationalism in Malaya eventually developed separately from 
Indonesian nationalism, along with the formation of respective national 
associations. Sharing the Malay/Indonesian language, Indonesian and 
Malay papers referred to one another between the Malay Peninsula and 
Sumatra. However, their relationship was somewhat turbulent, since 
there was an ongoing sense of nationalistic rivalry. As a result, Malay 
and Indonesian nationalism, which was developed within respective 
political frameworks, could not be unified, despite their linguistic and 
cultural proximity. For the Malay nationalists, Indonesia continued to 
be foreign elements. In order to conceptualize a homogeneous nation 
through multilayered Malayness, when a discrepancy between the ethnic 
and the political framework occurred, the areal framework was preceded. 
As the result, Majlis promoted Malay nationalism by focusing on the 
assimilation of Indonesian immigrants.
